Michael Hartnett's grandiloquent valediction 'A Farewell to English', first delivered from the stage of the Peacock Theatre in Dublin in 1974, announced the thirty-three year-old poet's decision to cease publishing in his native English, the language in which he had already earned a considerable reputation, in order to devote himself henceforth to poetry in Irish.
Yeatsian Shades
In Ó Direáin and Macgill-Eain CAOIMHÍN MAC GIOLLA LÉITH I say farewell to English verse, to those I found in English nets: my Lorca holding out his arms to love the beauty of his bullets, Pasternak who outlived Stalin and died because of lesser beasts; to all the poets I have loved from Wyatt to Robert Browning; to Father Hopkins in his crowded grave and to our bugbear Mr. Yeats who forced us into exile on islands of bad verse. (Hartnett 1984: 61) Michael Hartnett's grandiloquent valediction 'A Farewell to English', first delivered from the stage of the Peacock Theatre in Dublin in 1974, announced the thirty-three year-old poet's decision to cease publishing in his native English, the language in which he had already earned a considerable reputation, in order to devote himself henceforth to poetry in Irish. His insistence that to do so he must turn his back on the canon of English verse was not without precedent. It echoed the advice offered in his well-known poem Fill Arís ('Return Again') by a poet of the preceding generation, Seán Ó Ríordáin, the leading innovator in an unexpected renaissance of Irish Gaelic poetry during the 1940s: 'Bhí bunoiscionn le d'éirim. (Ó Ríordáin 2011: 154) …Unshackle your mind Of its civil English tackling, Shelley, Keats and Shakespeare. Wash your mind and wash your tongue That was spancelled in a syntax Putting you out of step with yourself.
…bain ded mheabhair Srathair shibhialtacht an Bhéarla, Shelley, Keats is Shakespeare. Nigh d'anam is nigh Do theanga chuaigh ceangailte i gcomhréiribh
Fill Arís is implicitly addressed in the first instance to the poet himself and by extension to all Irish writers and to the Irish people in general. Such purist rhetoric was understandably discomfiting to some otherwise sympathetic Irish poets writing in English. Seamus Heaney's response to the poem's argument, for instance, was one of characteristically gentle dissent in a lecture from 1983, in which he provides the no less characteristic translation just quoted (Heaney 1983: 18-21) . What is notable in the litany from Hartnett's isolationist manifesto, however, in which even European masters encountered in English guise must be ruefully abjured, is its singling out of W.B. Yeats for particular reproach. While a resentment of Yeats's stifling influence, actual or imagined, was not unheard of among Hartnett's peers, the antidote he opts for, of abandoning English forthwith, is extreme. (It was also short-lived, lasting little more than a decade, after which he proceeded to publish in both languages.) Besides, the prevailing view of Yeats among Gaelic poets of the generation before Hartnett, in Scotland as well as Ireland, was far from negative, and his precedent was generally seen as enabling rather than disabling. Máirtín Ó Direáin, the other leading light of Irish Gaelic poetry in the 1940s, acknowledged a significant debt to Yeats on more than one occasion, as did his Scottish contemporary Somhairle MacGill-Eain, author of a fine elegy, Aig Uaigh Yeats / 'At Yeats's Grave', though the latter also expressed some telling, not to say typical reservations about Yeats's character. Despite significant divergences in sensibility between the two Gaelic poets (the similarities between Ó Direáin and Ruaraidh MacThómais, for example, are more obvious) the shadows cast on their work by this eminent precursor may serve to point up some intriguing parallels and overlaps.
As The crucial distinction signaled here by the phrase 'mo dhaoine', which is similarly deployed elsewhere by Ó Direáin, as well as the end-line 'Thiar ag baile' ('At home in the West'), which closes both stanzas of this poem, is that for him, unlike Yeats, this is a return as much as an escape, however temporary, from the city life he was reluctantly enduring, having abandoned his native Aran at the age of eighteen. (Ó Ríordáin's rhetorical injunction to 'return again' to the South-West Kerry Gaeltacht was not so conveniently sanctioned by biography.) This romantic vision of an island idyll did not, however, remain untroubled or unquestioned. Seamus Deane's contention that 'Yeats began his career by inventing an Ireland amenable to his imagination… [and] ended by finding an Ireland recalcitrant to it' (Deane 1985: 38) is dramatically rendered in microcosm and telescoped into a few short years as Ó Diréain registers with dismay the rapid changes in Aran life through the 1940s. The succession of serene, picture-postcard images of traditional labour on the western seaboard presented in a lyric like An tEarrach Thiar ('Spring in the West') contrasts with the bleak account of such backbreaking activities provided, for instance, in the short stories written during these same years by Ó Direáin's contemporary Máirtín Ó Cadhain. Yet Ó Direáin soon conceded that such consoling memories and sentimentalizing images of traditional life could not withstand the reality of a rising tide of emigration. Árainn 1947 ('Aran 1947') echoes the formal structure of both Faoiseamh a Gheobhadsa and An tEarrach Thiar in its use of a repeated end-line as binding agent. But in place of the fond affirmations in the closing lines of each stanza of An tEarrach Thiar (Binn an fhuaim /San Earrach thiar,…Niamhrach an radharc /San Earrach thiar, etc.: 'Sweet the sound/ In Spring out west'…'Brilliant the view / In Spring out west' etc.), we find a weary negation, as the various sounds of community are silenced one by one with the line: …an tráth seo thiar níor chualas ('…this time out west I did not hear.') The earlier poem's strong emphasis on the visual is reflected in its almost painterly attention to colour, light and shade (Is an fheamainn dhearg / Ag lonrú / I dtaitneamh gréine /Ar dhuirling bhán, 'And the red seaweed/ Glistening / In the shining sun / On a white shore.') This contrasts with the subjugation of sight to sound in Árainn 1947, whose accumulating references to (the absence of) 'feadaíl' ('whistling'), 'amhrán' ('song'), 'uaill mhaíte' ('boastful roar'), and 'liú' ('joyful shout') -i.e. loud sounds heard at some physical remove, and mostly at night -amplify the poem's sense of distance and disembodiment. The death knell in the closing couplet, which provides the poem's coda, is an ironic inversion of the opening lines of Yeats's 'Byzantium', as Ó Direáin despondently acknowledges that his narrow, windswept island is no longer a country for young men.
Ní don óige feasta An sceirdoileán cúng úd. (Ó Direáin 2010: 74)
The myth-deflating poem of disenchanted return to a native isle was of course not unknown among Ó Direáin's Scottish Gaelic contemporaries, though they tend to strike a more sardonic note. Iain Mac a' Ghobhainn's familiar A' Dol Dhachaidh ('Going Home') is a case in point. MacGillEain's less familiar 'Road to the Isles' is another, and while there were more than enough mawkish Scottish predecessors to gall him -the poem's overt target is Marjory Kennedy-Fraser -Yeats's 'Inisfree' also springs, once more, to mind: Yeats spent forty years struggling repeatedly and doggedly to set down in skilled words the rarity of one face.
I gave in excess of two years to the same futile attempt, and what has befallen me is bitterness, sorrow and woe. (MacGill-Eain 2011: 50-51) Of course there is no comparison between the sustained intensity of MacGill-Eain's Dàin do Eimhir, on the one hand, and Ó Direáin's intermittent lyrics on unhappy encounters or soured relationships with women, on the other. Nevertheless, the Irish poet was equally capable of 'searbhachd, bròn is iargain'. After all, implicit in the declaration of renewed commitment to his beloved island in Ionracas, on account of its inherent integrity, is the suggestion that the object of his 'grá mná' may not be similarly favoured because she cannot be similarly characterized. As the title of the poem Do Mhnaoi ar bith mar Í ('To any Woman Like Her') suggests, and various later poems confirm, Ó Direáin found it all too easy to extrapolate from the behaviour of individual women who had somehow offended him and generalize his distrust, disdain, or, in the extreme case of the epochal long poem Ár Ré Dhearóil ('Our Wretched Era'), outright disgust. The image of the embittered, misogynistic barfly in Blianta an Chogaidh ('The War Years') can by no means be taken as a self-portrait. Yet it gains in poignancy by being presented, in a poem governed from its opening line by the first person plural ('Ní sinne na daoine céanna a…' 'We are not the same people who….'), as simply an extreme manifestation of a general attitude with which the poet is complicit.
Thuig fear amháin na mná Is é a thuig a gcluain thar barr, An bhantracht go léir a thuig, I gcrot aon mhná nach raibh dílis. (Ó Direáin 2010: 114)
One man understood women, He knew their guiles so well, All womenfolk he understood In the form of one unfaithful woman. Ó Direáin and MacGill-Eain's common commitment to a poetry of public conscience, as well as private hurt, is also indebted to Yeats, as signaled most obviously in the title of the former's poem Éire Ina bhFuil Romhainn, lifted straight from Yeats's 'To Ireland in the Coming Times'. Despite their varying degrees of indignation at social injustice, all three poets were prone to 'daring sympathies with power', as Wordsworth put it in a rather different context. MacGill-Eain's heartfelt socialism can sometimes sit awkwardly with his reverence for the traditional hierarchies of the old Gaelic order. Similarly, Ó Direáin's strong sense of social injustice and natural empathy with the marginalized or oppressed is complicated by a fascination with the figure of the Übermensch -he offers his own 'an t-osfhear', nó an sárfhear, nó an tréanfhear' as translations of Nietzche's term. This is especially evident in the long poem Ó Mórna, which most critics number among his finest achievements. His affinity with the Yeats who enjoined his peers to 'Sing the peasantry, and then / Hard-riding country gentlemen /…Sing the lords and ladies gay / That were beaten into the clay / Through seven heroic centuries…' ('Under Ben Bulben') is overtly acknowledged in An Dá Aicme ('The Two Classes'), in which he also invokes Nicola Alexandrovich Berdyaev , the erstwhile Marxist revolutionary who later spoke out against the oppression of the Bolshevik regime and ended life as a Christian mystic in exile in Paris: (Ó Direáin 2010: 196) Yeats understood and declared That it was the best of the two classes Who guarded the embers and the flame.
Thuig Yéats is dhearbhaigh Gurbh iad scoth an dá aicme A chothaigh aithinne is lasair.

Berdyaev níor dhearmad An sách is an folamh A chur ar dhá cheann na meá…
Berdyaev did not forget to put the well-fed and the starving at both ends of the scale… Despite his unease with aspects of Yeats's politics, it is clear from remarks such as the following that Ó Direáin was reluctant to condemn the older poet outright (the phrase 'más maith leat' is disingenuous, but hardly disarming): Finally, Connolly is the subject of the late poem Àrd-Mhusaeum na h-Èireann ('The National Museum of Ireland') in which the poet is transfixed by the 'rusty red spot of blood/ rather dirty on the shirt/ that was once on the hero/ who is dearest to me of them all' (spot meirgeach ruadh na fala/ 's i caran salach air an lèinidh/ a bha aon uair air a' churaidh/ as docha liumsa dhiubh uile). This poem closes with the image of the wounded Connolly being tied to a chair to be shot: …In the General Post Office while he was preparing the sacrifice that put himself up on a chair that is holier than the Lia Fáil that is on the hill of Tara in Ireland.
Bhí Yeats é féin ag suirí le faisisteachas, más maith leat, nuair a tháinig na Léinteacha Gorma anseo agus Eoin O'Duffy. Bhí Yeats agus is dóigh go raibh filí
The great hero is still sitting on the chair, fighting the battle in the Post Office and cleaning streets in Edinburgh. (MacGill-Eain 2011: 270-271) Though the details of Connolly's execution are well-known, the specific genesis of this arresting image, which reaches rhetorically back into a common Gaelic mythological past in order to draw together the struggle for social justice and self-determination in modern Ireland and Scotland alike, is particularly intriguing, as the following two stanzas attest:
Aig bánadh an lá ghil am bliadhna nan Sia-Deug, tràighte, faoin-lag, cràdhte When the pale day dawned in 1916 weak and dazed, with tormenting wounds, tightly bound to the chair you would be executed in, having cast your soul from you before God's Son, if anyone could have told you on that morning that men and women today throughout your land would be poverty-stricken and naked, with no aspiration beyond misery and deprivation, living as beggars! (MacGill-Eain 2011: 442-443) While the editors of the 2011 volume of MacGill-Eain's collected poems present this as an unpublished early poem by MacGill-Eain, it is in fact a faithful, though abruptly truncated translation of the first two stanzas of a longer poem by Máirtín Ó Direáin, titled Séamus Ó Conghaile, the first four stanzas of which are as follows: (Ó Direáin 2010: 33) 
